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Abstract 
Australians report the second highest rate of water consumption in the industrialised world, despite the 
continent’s generally dry conditions. With researchers suggesting that fostering social capital may 
encourage people to work together on environmental and sustainable initiatives, this article explores 
whether social capital, environmental responsibility, and socio-demographic lifestyle factors might 
predict environmentally-friendly or unfriendly home water use behaviours, specifically gardening and 
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car-washing, in a drought-prone Australian community. Residents who scored higher on the 
Neighbourhood Connections element of social capital were more likely to wash their car in an 
environmentally-friendly manner. Conversely, residents who scored higher on the Proactivity element of 
social capital were more likely to engage in the potentially harmful gardening practice of using 
weedkillers, pesticides and herbicides. The role social capital might play in fostering – or restricting – 
water sustainability, as well as the implications for policy, community engagement and environmental 
education programmes, is discussed.  
Despite living on the driest inhabited continent on earth, Australians report the second highest rate of 
water consumption in the industrialised world (PMSEIC 2003). In response, Australian commonwealth, 
state and territory governments have developed strategies, initiatives and interventions that reduce 
water demand and maximise water conservation (Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet 2005). 
To date, however, despite continued drought conditions, increasing water restrictions and numerous 
campaigns in the mass media  that model water-wise behaviours, encouraging the uptake of 
sustainable water behaviours has proved extremely challenging. For example, although reducing water 
usage is a national priority, the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) found that in 2004 only 47% of 
Australian households reported practicing water conservation within the home (ABS 2004).  Even more 
worrying is that common household activities, such as gardening, have a surprisingly negative impact 
on the environment, particularly water quality and quantity. For example, almost half of all urban water 
use is for gardens (ABS 2004), with the toxins in chemicals used for gardening potentially polluting 
stormwater runoff (Barton et al. 2002). Clearly, understanding how best to engage and motivate 
individuals and communities to adopt environmentally sustainable water behaviours remains a 
significant contemporary environmental challenge.  
Policy-makers, educators and researchers have focused on developing campaigns and programs 
designed to motivate people to engage in environmentally sustainable behaviours (Green-Demers et al. 
1997). Unfortunately, most campaigns tend to be unsuccessful in achieving long-term desirable 
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changes in behaviours, primarily due to the difficulty of changing individual and community level 
behaviours (Danchev 2005). Large-scale information campaigns, which raise awareness by 
emphasising environmental and economic consequences and/or benefits, are generally unsuccessful, 
rarely changing behaviour in the long-term (Pretty and Ward 2001). In response to the relatively slow 
uptake of environmentally-friendly behaviours to date, research and policy attention has shifted to 
understanding how social capital, best defined as the social connectedness of a community or the glue 
that enables people, organisations, communities and nations to work together collaboratively for mutual 
benefit (Putnam 2000), might foster sustainability and collective action on environmental challenges.  
As “it is in the collective interest of society that most people adopt a pro-environmental lifestyle” 
(Lindstrom and Johnsson 2003, p.51), the argument is that by fostering social capital, people will be 
prompted to act at a community level and work together for mutual benefit on environmental and 
sustainable initiatives. Yet, although there is significant theoretical support for the idea that social 
capital might foster sustainability (Pretty 2003; Pretty and Ward 2001; Selman 2001), few researchers 
have empirically tested this notion. Thus, the purpose of this article is to investigate the extent to which 
social capital, feelings of environmental responsibility, lifestyle factors and socio-demographic 
characteristics predict environmentally friendly or unfriendly home water use behaviours in a drought-
prone Australian community. This research provides a valuable benchmark of contemporary social 
capital and environmentally responsible behaviours, with the findings highlighting the potential utility of 
social capital in engagement, education, and environmental sustainability strategies, initiatives, and 
interventions.  
Fostering Environmental Sustainability 
It is important to consider social norms or standards when considering social capital and sustainability, 
as norms often influence environmental behaviours. In the psychological literature, environmental 
psychologist McKenzie-Mohr’s (1999) popular community based social-marketing approach, which 
involves researchers working with the local community to identify and remove barriers to sustainable 
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behaviours, highlights the importance of social norms and the visibility of the action in shaping 
behaviour. McKenzie-Mohr (1999) emphasises the importance of gaining individual commitment to try a 
new activity, modelling new norms of behaviour and using prompts to remind people to do a particular 
activity. McKenzie-Mohr (2000) describes the situation of a backyard composting program where 
households practicing composting in a community in the United States were asked to put a blue sticker 
on their outside garbage bin. By fostering the development of a descriptive social norm that composting 
was the right thing to do and raising awareness of who was or was not currently composting, a new 
community norm of composting was developed. Conceptually, there are similarities between community 
based social-marketing and social capital approaches to sustainability, with both focusing on the power 
of community expectations and standards to foster collaborative action on issues. However, the key 
difference is that community based social-marketing focuses on targeting and changing specific 
behaviours, whereas building social capital is a holistic approach which postulates that building the 
social connectedness of a community will have wide-spread positive consequences in terms of 
fostering well-being (Putnam 2000), health (Kawachi et al. 1997) and, potentially, sustainability (Selman 
2001). Hence, given the extensive benefits, there is a large amount of practical, political and theoretical 
interest in understanding the potential benefits and consequences of investments that build social 
capital (Productivity Commission 2003).  
Social Capital and Environmental Sustainability  
From a purely theoretical perspective, there are several reasons to predict that the levels of social 
capital in a community might be linked to the success of environmental and sustainability initiatives 
(Pretty 2003; Pretty and Smith, 2003; Pretty and Ward 2001; Selman 2001). First, social capital is 
viewed by many as a potential remedy to community challenges and frequently described as a 
community asset useful for strengthening communities, capacity building and community engagement 
initiatives (Putnam 2000). Social capital is said to provide an indicator of both community well-being 
and the community’s capacity to initiate and manage social change, as communities with high “stocks” 
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of social capital are believed to be better at engaging, communicating, cooperating and problem-solving 
(Cohen and Prusak 2001). In the context of sustainability, therefore, the stocks of social capital in a 
community may determine the success or failure of environmental initiatives, with Selman (2001) noting 
that “a popular view amongst environmentalists is that widespread and spontaneous participation will 
only occur where deep reservoirs of social capital exist, so that, if these are running dry, community 
enthusiasm for sustainability initiatives will be lukewarm” (p.15). The argument is that because social 
capital fosters community involvement, cooperation and participation, characteristics which are 
essential to address community-level environmental challenges, social capital should foster 
sustainability. Essentially, although not explicitly interpreted in these terms, the belief is that sustainable 
behaviors can be transmitted through social capital; where social capital is high, people will be more 
conscious of and concerned about the impact of their behaviours on the local community, both in terms 
of how they will be interpreted by others and how their behaviours might affect others. In essence, by 
fostering a collaborative and engaged community, social capital may be viewed as a potential catalyst 
for positive environmental change and a resource which facilitates collective action as it ensures that 
“people have the confidence to invest in collective activities, knowing that others will do so too” (Pretty 
2003, p.1913). Importantly, unlike fear-based approaches to sustainability, where people comply 
because they fear potential reprimands or financial penalties, the social capital approach focuses on 
developing a genuine commitment to sustainable behaviors as the norm. Thus, in communities where 
social capital is high, residents are connected with each other and involved in community issues, 
meaning that they are both more exposed to community expectations and more motivated to conform 
to shared standards.  
To date, only a handful of researchers have directly investigated the value of social capital in 
addressing sustainability challenges. A qualitative case study in rural Illinois (USA) outlined how high 
levels of social capital ensured that the community worked cooperatively to address the issue of water 
pollution (Salamon et al. 1998). Pretty and Ward (2001) present evidence from case studies 
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demonstrating that social capital within rural communities in the third world predicts higher financial 
yields and sustainable solutions to local development problems, preventing the degradation and over-
use of natural resources. In rural Mississippi (USA) utilising Geographic Information System (GIS) 
technology, census data and snowball sampling of 527 key informants in 208 communities, Parisi et al. 
(2004) identified the predictors of community environmental activeness and concluded that “investment 
in social capital is a viable strategy to promote civically based environmental initiatives” (p.108). In 
Australia, Onyx et al. (2004) examined the connection between social capital and attitudes towards 
sustainability in a regional New South Wales community. Residents who scored higher on Onyx and 
Bullen’s (2000) social capital survey, and particularly on the Proactivity and Neighbourhood 
Connections subscales, reported greater concern for the environment and positive environmental 
attitudes on issues such as recycling, growing trees and renewable energy. Most recently, Miller et al. 
(2006) linked sustainable environmental action at a community level to social capital, reporting that 
residents who scored higher on the Neighbourhood Connections subscale of Onyx and Bullen’s (2000) 
social capital survey were more likely to agree that their local community had taken action to address 
water and environmental conservation issues.  
Social Capital and the Water Crisis    
Despite increasing interest in the utility of social capital to foster environmental sustainability, 
researchers have not yet investigated the extent to which degrees of social capital in a community 
might predict environmentally-friendly water use behaviours at home.  Of particular interest is the extent 
to which visible individual water use behaviours such as gardening and car-washing might be affected 
by the degree of social capital in a community. Theoretically, according to a social capital and social 
norms approach, the sheer visibility of outdoor water use behaviours, such as planting drought resistant 
plants in the garden or car-washing on the driveway, should be easier to change than less visible 
indoor water uses (i.e., showering). Whilst this “inside vs. outside” the home water use distinction offers 
a useful way to differentiate and conceptualise the different context of various water behaviours (Geller 
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et al. 1982), research has not focused explicitly on the idea that as public and conspicuous 
environmental behaviours, visible home water use may be more susceptible to change than water use 
inside the home. The implications of such a distinction, however, are obvious: water activities outside 
the home are much more visible, and therefore may be more amenable to change by altering social 
norms of behaviour. That is, visible, everyday, simple external water use (e.g., washing cars, watering 
and mulching gardens) may be more easily regulated and changed because their sheer visibility 
ensures they are more likely to be subjected to social sanctioning and social norms (Pedersen 2000).  
To date, research has typically focused on reducing the quantity of water consumed, with the impact of 
everyday behaviours on water quality largely neglected in both the academic literature and mainstream 
media. Gardening and car-washing practices are two water use behaviours that, through polluting 
runoff, can have negative environmental impacts on both the quality and quantity of urban water 
resources. Indeed, the United States-based Natural Resources Defense Council (2000) describes the 
level of pollution in urban and suburban stormwater runoff as comparable to that from sewage plants 
and large factories, emphasising that storm water runoff collects the toxic chemicals and pollutants left 
on roads, driveways and gardens and deposits them directly into local waterways, without any 
additional cleaning of that water. This pollution can have negative impacts on ecosystem functions and 
biological diversity, as well as social aspects such as public health, recreation and general community 
well-being (Clarke et al. 1999), so that:  
 environmental issues caused by the increasingly large volumes of pollutants and stormwater 
 being flushed down our drains, creeks and rivers, into recreational waterways and the sea, 
 have forced us to acknowledge the detrimental impacts of conventional urbanization practices 
 and the need for change (Barton et al. 2002, p.1). 
Where people choose to wash their cars may have negative impacts on both the quantity of water 
resources and the quality of local waterways. According to the International Carwash Association 
(2005), washing a car at home utilises at least 50 gallons of water, compared to a total of 14 gallons at 
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a self-service car-wash. In terms of home car-washing, however, washing a car on the lawn is actually 
a better choice than washing a car on the driveway, where pollutants such as detergent, sediment from 
the car and oils from the driveway, are washed down storm drains and may flow directly to local 
waterways. Pollutants from car wash water, specifically the excessive sediments, can choke creeks and 
kill vegetation, whilst high concentrations of chemicals in detergents can cause algal blooms which 
suffocate fish and contaminate the food chain, affecting all species living in local waterways (Brisbane 
City Council 2005).  Similarly, simple gardening behaviours may have widespread negative impacts. 
Australia’s hot and dry climate ensures that the one million Australians who engage in gardening as a 
leisure activity face choices that affect the larger environment (Yates 2002). Yet, whilst local councils in 
Australia emphasise the value of water-wise gardening behaviours that minimise garden water-usage, 
such as water efficient plants and mulching (Queensland Government Environmental Protection 
Agency 2003), Australian gardeners are often criticised for trying to defy the climatic reality of Australia 
and pursuing British style gardens that require large quantities of water (e.g., SEQWater 2005; Forster 
2003). Moreover, the use of pesticides in the garden may also negatively impact the environment by 
polluting stormwater runoff and affecting non-targeted organisms, such as birds, fish and beneficial 
insects (Silver and Riley 2001, p.1-2). Thus, as only a handful of studies have investigated home 
garden water use in Australia (Syme et al. 2004) and, to our knowledge, there is no refereed research 
focussing on car-washing behaviours, one aim of this study was to document the prevalence of 
different gardening and car-washing water use behaviours in a drought-prone community.   
As indicated earlier, however, the primary aim of this article is to explore the extent to which social 
capital, feelings of environmental responsibility, lifestyle factors and socio-demographic characteristics 
predict environmentally-friendly or unfriendly visible home water behaviours, specifically gardening and 
car-washing. This research was conducted in the Nerang River catchment area of the Gold Coast. 
Located in south-east Queensland in Australia, this area is currently described as experiencing the 
“worst drought on record in more than 100 years” (SEQWater 2005, p.4).  Importantly, the Nerang River 
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catchment area is the largest catchment in the Gold Coast region, consisting of ten major tributaries 
which begin in the highlands of the Gold Coast hinterland and continue through to the Pacific Ocean 
(Gold Coast City Council 2006). Residential water behaviours in the Nerang River basin have a wide-
reaching impact on the quality of the water in the region. 
 
Method 
Participants & Procedure. Participants were residents of a catchment area on the Gold Coast region 
of south-east Queensland in Australia (see Figure 1 below) who agreed to complete a door-to-door 
survey. Each household within the catchment area received a brochure explaining the project and 
notification about when interviewers would be visiting to distribute and collect questionnaires in their 
neighborhood, over a two week period. There was a 74% response rate, with 276 of the 375 
questionnaires distributed to households returned. Due to missing data, particularly on income (n=31), 
age (n=14) and gender (n=9) questions, this analysis focuses on the responses of 209 participants who 
had lawns and gardens.  
INSERT FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE  
Demographics & Lifestyle Participants reported their gender, age, annual household income, whether 
they had children, home ownership status (rent or own) and their current housing (detached house or 
townhouse). Frequency of participation in outdoor activities was assessed by asking participants 
whether they did the following six activities in their local area: walking, enjoying the scenic views of the 
local area, swimming, feeding wildlife, going on picnics or cycling. 
Community Responsibility was measured by asking participants whether, as a member of the local 
community, they felt some level of responsibility to address any of the following five local issues: water 
or environmental conservation, keeping the neighbourhood clean, picking up animal (pet) waste or 
reporting faults (fallen power lines, broken seats in parks).  Responses were dichotomous (yes/no).  
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Social Capital, conceptualised as the social connectedness of a community, was measured using 
Bullen and Onyx’s (1998) 34 item social capital scale, which is comprised of eight distinct categories 
(Participation in Local Community, Proactivity in a Social Context, Feelings of Trust and Safety, 
Neighbourhood Connections, Family and Friends, Tolerance of Diversity, Value of Life, and Work 
Connections. In this analysis, following Onyx et al. (2004), the Work Connections category – asked only 
of those employed - was not included.   
Environmental Responsibility, conceptualised as water usage for an area prone to droughts, was 
measured by asking participants about their car washing and gardening behaviours. Participants with 
cars were asked a series of dichotomous questions about their car washing activities, with this analysis 
focusing on predictors of utilising two possible home car-washing locations, on the lawn or in the drive-
way (other car-washing options were deleted from the analysis). Participants with gardens were asked 
a series of dichotomous questions about their gardening activities, with this analysis focussing on 
predictors of two gardening behaviours, specifically whether they planted water efficient plants (yes/no) 
or used weedkillers, pesticides or herbicides (yes/no).   
Statistical Analysis  
Utilising SPSS software, descriptive statistics including means, frequencies and percentages for the key 
demographic characteristics, lifestyle, and different elements of social capital were calculated. As the 
environmentally sustainable and unsustainable water use behaviours, specifically car-washing (on lawn 
or driveway) and gardening (planting water-efficient plants or using weed-killers, pesticides or 
herbicides) were dichotomous (i.e., yes/no) variables, logistic regression analyses were conducted to 
determine which factors predicted each of the four water use behaviours. The coefficients (b) of the 
models and the Wald test statistics are reported in Table 1. The Wald test is used to test the 
significance of each coefficient (b) in the model. A coefficient is said to be statistically significant at a 
0.10 level if the Wald statistic is greater than 2.71 (these are in bold). 
Results  
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Demographic & Lifestyle Profile The 209 respondents, ranging in age from 17 to 82 years, reported an 
average age of 43 years. Approximately half of participants were female (51%), had children (54%) and 
reported a household income of more than AU $50,000 a year (48%). A fifth of participants were renting 
(19%), with the majority owning their own homes (81%) and living in detached housing (71%). The 
majority of residents reported frequently participating in outdoor activities, particularly enjoying walking 
(87%) and the scenic views of the local area (81%). Less than half reported swimming (39%), feeding 
wildlife (45%), going on picnics (37%), cycling (24%) or participating in other outdoor activities (3%).  
Community & Environmental Responsibility. Most residents reported feeling some level of responsibility 
to address environmental and community issues such as water conservation (88%), environmental 
conservation (76%), keeping the neighbourhood clean (83%), reporting faults like fallen power lines or 
broken seats in parks (55%) and picking up animal waste (47%). In terms of car-washing behaviours, 
approximately a third of residents reported washing their car on the lawn (39%) or driveway (32%). In 
terms of gardening behaviours, the majority reported planting water efficient plants (75%) and over half 
(55%) reported using weedkillers, pesticides or herbicides in their garden. 
Social Capital. Table 1 illustrates the mean social capital scores, excluding work connections, for the 
seven sub-scales and the general social capital score. T-tests revealed that differences in total social 
capital were associated with two sustainable water behaviors, such that residents with higher total 
social capital scores were more likely to wash their car on the lawn (84.4 vs. 77.9, t=3.67, p<.001) and 
plant water efficient plants (81.6 vs. 77.0, t=2.2 , p<.05). Total social capital score did not relate to 
whether residents washed their car in the driveway (81.9 vs 79.8, ns) or used weedkillers, pesticides or 
herbicides (81.4 vs. 79.4, ns).  
INSERT TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE  
Predictors of Environmentally-Friendly and Unfriendly Car Washing Behaviours Four logistic 
regressions with the dependent variables of washing the car on the lawn, washing car on the drive-way, 
planting water-efficient plants and using weed-killers, pesticides or herbicides, and 19 predictor 
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variables encompassing aspects of social capital, lifestyle and demographic differences were 
conducted (Table 2).  Washing car on the lawn [ 2 (19, N=209)=40.02,p=.003], a more environmentally 
friendly behavior, was predicted by one element of social capital, Neighbourhood Connections, such 
that those who reported closer relationships with their neighbours were more likely wash their car on 
the lawn [b=.14, Wald 2=6.46,p=.011]. Conversely, those who did not feel responsibility for 
environmental conservation were more likely to wash their car on the lawn [b=-.88, Wald
2=3.97,p=.046]. Age was the only demographic characteristic to predict car-washing, with older 
participants more likely to wash their car on the lawn [b=.03, Wald 2=5.02,p=.025]. Although the total 
regression model for the less environmentally friendly car-washing behaviour, washing their car on the 
drive-way, was not significant [ 2 (19, N=209)=15.95,p=.661], this behaviour was marginally predicted 
by feelings of responsibility regarding water conservation [b=1.12, Wald 2=3.1,p=.078] and not 
reporting faults [b=-.632, Wald 2=3.22,p=.073].  
INSERT TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE  
Planting water-efficient plants [ 2 (19, N=202)=37.56,p=.007] was predicted, marginally, by feeling 
responsibility for picking up animal waste [b=.705, Wald 2=2.92,p=.088] and living in detached housing 
[b=.73, Wald 2=2.74,p=.098]. Older [b=.032, Wald 2=4.19,p=.041] and poorer participants [b=-.507, 
Wald 2=3.74,p=.053] were also more likely to plant water-efficient plants, although those who felt some 
responsibility for water conservation were least likely to plant water-efficient plants [b=-1.51, Wald
2=3.78,p=.052]. Although the total regression model for using weedkillers, pesticides or herbicides [ 2 
(19,N=203)=18.39,p=.497] was not significant, several individual variables were. One element of social 
capital, Proactivity in a Social Context [b=.082, Wald 2=3.83,p=.05] was significant, such that those 
who are more socially proactive (those who speak out or take initiatives) were more likely to report 
using weedkillers, pesticides or herbicides. People with higher incomes were marginally more likely to 
report using weed-killers, pesticides or herbicides [b=.39, Wald 2=3.59,p=.058], whereas people who 
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reported having strong feelings of responsibility for environmental conservation were less likely to report 
using weedkillers, pesticides or herbicides [b=-1.05, Wald 2=5.39,p=.02].   
Discussion 
As one of the first studies to quantifiably investigate the interrelationships among environmentally 
sustainable attitudes, behaviours and social capital, these findings extend the current literature in two 
important ways. First, consistent with previous research, environmentally friendly attitudes were not 
reflected in sustainable day-to-day external home water use behaviours. Second, social capital and 
environmental sustainability interacted in complex ways, with different elements of social capital 
predicting both environmentally friendly and unfriendly external home water use behaviours. As building 
awareness and action on water sustainability is an international priority, this research offers some 
insight into how and why different aspects of social capital might foster, or hinder, the success of 
sustainability initiatives.  
The utility of social capital in predicting environmentally sustainable external home water use 
behaviours is not straightforward.  Environmental researchers have argued that because social capital 
is an indicator of community well-being and its capacity to work together collaboratively for mutual 
benefit (Putnam 2000), communities with high stocks of social capital are better equipped to implement 
and maintain environmental sustainability initiatives (e.g, Selman 2001). To a certain extent, the 
present research supports this argument. One element of social capital, neighbourhood connections, 
predicted environmentally friendly car-washing behaviours; those who reported closer relationships with 
their neighbours were more likely to wash their car on the lawn. There are several plausible 
explanations for this relationship. First, it is likely that information regarding the negative impacts of 
washing the car in the driveway could have easily spread, informally, from neighbour to neighbour. 
Second, because of close links with neighbours, residents may feel more responsible at both an 
individual and community level for their visible environmental actions. Third, it could simply be that a 
community norm of car washing on the lawn has developed – that is how this street or community 
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washes cars. Regardless of the precise causal explanation, however, such findings illustrate how the 
Neighbourhood Connections element of social capital can foster positive everyday water use 
behaviours. Potentially, building social capital and encouraging neighbourhood connections might 
facilitate the ease with which visible positive water use behaviours, such as car-washing on the lawn, 
might catch on and flow through the community.   
Unfortunately, whilst this research has linked social capital to one more environmentally-friendly water 
use behavior, the findings also suggest that negative norms of behaviour could be fostered through 
social capital. Specifically, one element of social capital,  Proactivity in a Social Context, predicted 
environmentally unfriendly gardening behaviours; those who were more socially proactive, speak out 
and act on their own initiative were more likely to report using weedkillers, pesticides and herbicides in 
their garden. Such findings illustrate the potentially “good” and “bad” aspects of social capital in the 
context of environmental sustainability; if current community norms are not sustainable, then fostering 
social capital will not automatically lead to sustainability.  Rather, increases in social capital could 
potentially foster environmentally undesirable behaviours, with residents potentially adopting prevailing 
community norms, values and behaviours. For example, an argument could be made that for this 
community, where residents are proactive against weeds, the aesthetics of having an attractive garden 
might be more important than more remote issues of water quality. Thus, current community values are 
not driven by motives of water conservation and quality protection, but rather by a shared commitment 
to maintain an attractive neighbourhood. Hence, fostering social capital in this community, without 
simultaneously addressing the environmentally effects of current behaviours, might promote existing 
community norms gardening practices which will, in turn, negatively impact on water quality.  
The finding that different elements of social capital can have both positive and negative outcomes adds 
to a small body of research which suggests that social capital has a “dark side” that may foster negative 
norms of behaviour (Portes 1998). For instance, in the context of social capital and violent crime, 
Messner et al. (2004) found that whilst social trust was related to homicide rates, social activism was 
 15
associated with homicide. Beyerlein and Hipp (2005), who found that the bridging social capital 
activities of mainstream Catholics and Protestants lowered crime in a community whereas the bonding 
activities of evangelical Protestants tended to increase crime, argued that “the different forms of social 
capital that groups cultivate in communities can constrain or facilitate outcomes that are desirable for 
communities as a whole” (p.1007). Similarly, in the context of sustainability, the pattern of findings in 
this research indicates that building social capital may foster prevailing visible home water use 
behaviours; hence, for social capital to foster sustainable behaviours, they must be, or have the 
capacity to become, the norm in the community. Thus, although building social capital is generally an 
admirable goal, this research highlights that an important consideration in utilising a social capital 
approach to foster sustainability may first involve identifying, understanding and potentially shifting 
prevailing community values, behaviours and norms to ensure that desirable water consumption and 
usage norms are visible.  
Furthermore, this research has illustrated that although most residents report feeling responsible for 
water conservation, these environmentally friendly attitudes are not always reflected in their day-to-day 
water usage behaviours. Whilst the majority reported planting water-efficient plants, a third washed their 
car on the driveway, the most environmentally unfriendly car-washing technique, and over half utilised 
weedkillers that potentially contribute to the pollution of stormwater runoff. To a certain extent, this 
discrepancy between environmental attitudes and behaviours can be interpreted as a lack of 
knowledge about the detrimental effect everyday behaviours have on water quality. For example, 
feeling responsible for water conservation predicted washing the car on the driveway (the most 
environmentally unfriendly car washing behaviour), whilst feeling responsible for environmental 
conservation predicted not washing the car on the lawn (an environmentally friendly car washing 
behaviour). Such inconsistencies suggest that people do not understand the impact their everyday 
water use behaviours, such as car-washing, can have on the environment and water quality.  
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As the first study to explicitly examine whether or how social capital might predict water sustainability, 
there are several limitations. First, the correlational design means causal inferences cannot be made, 
because the data pertain to residents living in one middle class, urban and drought-prone Australian 
community. The extent to which these findings are generalisable to other communities is unclear, with 
further qualitative and quantitative research needed. Second, as this research focused on participants’ 
self-reporting of two water-use behaviours that have an impact on water-quality, car-washing and 
gardening, it is possible that people may have unintentionally or deliberately misreported their specific 
water use behaviours. A third limitation is that we did not directly measure whether people were aware 
of the potentially negative impact of car-washing and gardening on water quality, if they utilised 
fertilisers, or how they might balance issues of gardening and water sustainability. Although the finding 
that residents who cared for environmental conservation were less likely to report using weedkillers 
implies a certain level of knowledge and concern, further research needs to investigate such issues. 
Finally, precisely how social capital is conceptualised, defined and measured is always challenging. 
Social capital is an elusive concept that has been variously defined and is difficult to quantify (Stones 
and Hughes 2002); however, the strength of this research is that it has utilised an established and 
internationally validated measure of social capital which encompasses of eight distinct elements (Onyx 
and Bullen 2000). Issues such as the extent to which social capital, in this context essentially an 
indicator of community connectedness and societal norms, might affect water usage behaviours that 
occur inside the house, and are less visible, is a task for future research. Moreover, future researchers 
should also investigate whether our measure of social capital (the Onyx and Bullen instrument) may 
have contributed to the apparently anomalous results.   
These limitations aside, this research provides an initial benchmark of contemporary social capital and 
water sustainability attitudes and behaviours in a drought-prone Australian community. The findings 
add to existing, but limited, research suggesting that the stocks and type of social capital in a 
community might determine community acceptance of environmental and sustainable initiatives. The 
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results further support the tenuousness and unknown relationship between social capital and 
sustainability, which has been theorised about but not explicitly documented. Taken together, these 
findings suggest that the real challenge will be identifying ways to simultaneously change societal 
norms, so that environmentally sustainable behaviours become standard, and also build social capital, 
so that individuals and communities are motivated to act.  
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